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 One of the primary goals of second language (L2) instruction is to develop 
students who are able and willing to use their L2 in a variety of communication 
situations. This desired end involves two interrelated components. The first 
involves improving students’ level of communicative competence in their L2. 
Ideally, students should be well-balanced in the different areas of competence such 
as discourse competence, linguistic competence and so on. The second component 
focuses upon the affect variables that influence students use of their L2. MacIntyre, 
Dörnyei, Clement and Noels (1998) argue that L2 teachers should make 
willingness to communicate (WTC) a priority in their classrooms. From their 
perspective, WTC not only predicts L2 use, but it also facilitates further L2 
development through its use (i.e. Skehan’s (1989) proposal that one must talk to 
learn). WTC, however, is a complex construct composed of different underlying 
factors. Some of them have enduring influences (e.g. intergroup relations and 
personality); while others are more variable and depend upon the context of a 
communication situation (e.g. desire to speak to a specific person and state 
communicative self-confidence). Considering that language teachers probably 
have the greatest amount of influence over situational-based factors, this study 
investigates how well they predict second language learners’ reported L2 use 
inside and outside of an EFL classroom as well as the frequency in which students 
perceive they have an opportunity to use their L2 in these contexts. This 
investigation thus aims to provide language teachers with some insights into how 
they can promote L2 use among their learners. 
 This paper is organized into three sections. The first section provides a brief 
introduction to the WTC construct. Special attention will be directed towards the 
different situational influences underlying students’ willingness to communicate. 
This review will also include the results of previous research investigating these 
factors. The second section is a large-scale survey-based research projected 
conducted with Japanese university students. The purpose of this study is to 
assess how well willingness to communicate and its different underlying 
situational influences predict these students’ reported L2 behavior. The third 
section discusses how the results of this study compare with previous research 





Willingness to communicate 
 Willingness to communicate has its origins in communication research theory. 
McCroskey and Richmond (1987) propose that individuals exhibit regular 
tendencies to communicate across different contexts and with different receivers. 
As such, willingness to communicate is seen as a stable personality trait that 
explains why one individual will speak in a particular situation and another 
person may not. Research into this claim has found support in a number of 
different educational contexts. Students with high levels of WTC were more 
willing to volunteer for a communication study conducted outside of their regularly 
scheduled classes (Zakahi & McCroskey, 1989) and complete communication tasks 
in a laboratory situation (MacIntyre, Babin, & Clement, 1999). Within the 
classroom, students identified as having high levels of WTC participated more in 
their classes and accounted for more of the total participation (Chan & McCroskey, 
1987). Similar findings have also been found in second language classrooms. 
Students with higher levels of WTC typically say more words and take more turns 
when they participate in oral discussion tasks (Dornyei, 2002; Dornyei & Kormos, 
2000). Willing to communicate has also been found to be a significant predictor of 
reported frequency of L2 use (Clement, Baker, & MacIntyre, 2003; Hashimoto, 
2002; MacIntyre & Charos, 1996). 
 The application of the willingness to communicate construct to second language 
use, however, differs slightly from WTC in one’s native language. MacIntyre, 
Clément, Dörnyei and Noels (1998) argue there are a number of enduring and 
situational factors that influence an individual’s level of willingness to 
communicate in a L2. This position is reflected in their heuristic “pyramid model”. 
At the bottom of the pyramid are the stable trait-like factors such as intergroup 
climate and personality. Toward the top just below willingness to communicate are 
the situation-based factors such as the desire to communicate with a specific 
person and state of communicative self-confidence. This organization suggests that 
stable personality traits have less influence on WTC in the L2 than they do in the 
L1. Situational factors, in contrast, are thought to have an immediate impact on 
L2 willingness to communicate. As a result, willingness to communicate has been 
redefined as “a readiness to enter into discourse at a particular time with a specific 
person or persons, using a L2” (MacIntyre et al., 1998, p.547). 
 
State communicative self-confidence 
 State communicative self-confidence has attracted considerable attention in 
both L1 and L2 WTC research. MacIntyre, Dörnyei, Clement and Noels’ (1998, 
p.547) conceptualize this situational influence as the feeling that one has the 
capacity to effectively communicate at a particular moment. This feeling can be 
either reduced by communication anxiety or strengthened by higher levels of 
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perceived communicative competence. Baker and MacIntyre (2000) argue that the 
perception of being able to complete a communicative task may be more important 
than the actual, objectively defined competence to do so. “Since the choice of 
whether to communicate is a cognitive one, it is likely to be more influenced by 
one’s perceptions of competence (of which one usually is aware) than one’s actual 
competence (of which one may be totally unaware)” (McCroskey & Richmond, 
1990, p. 21).  
 When communicating in one’s first language, MacIntyre (1994) identified 
perceived communicative competence as an important indicator of L1 WTC. This 
relationship has also been found to be true of L2 WTC in a number of contexts. 
Yashima (2002) found a significant path between L2 communicative competence 
confidence and L2 WTC with a group of first year Japanese university students. A 
similar relationship also existed for two cohorts of Japanese high school students 
participating in a unique curriculum offering content-based instruction with 
native English instructors (Yashima, Zenuk-Nishide, & Shimizu, 2004). Research 
conducted in Canada has found similar results with one slight difference. 
MacIntyre and Charos (1996) not only found a strong relationship between L2 
communicative competence and L2 WTC for a group adult students enrolled in an 
introductory French class, but they discovered a data-driven path between L2 
communicative competence and frequency of L2 use. An investigation into 
Francophone and Anglophone university students also produced the same results 
(Clement et al., 2003). However, Hashimoto’s (2002) attempt to confirm the path 
between L2 communicative competence and frequency of L2 use failed with a 
small group of Japanese university students studying in an ESL context. He 
attributed this result to the fact that these learners had a high level of proficiency 
and thus L2 confidence may not have played an influential role in their reported 
use of English inside their classroom. Another possible explanation may rest in the 
relatively small sample size, 56 students. In summary, L2 communicative 
competence has a strong predictive relationship with L2 WTC. Its relationship 
with frequency of L2 use, however, remains a data-driven addition to the L2 WTC 
model needing to be confirmed by future research. 
 
Desire to communicate with a specific individual 
 In sharp contrast to the amount of work done on L2 communicative competence, 
there have been few studies investigating how students’ desire to communicate 
with a specific individual influences their willingness to communicate. MacIntyre, 
Dörnyei, Clement and Noels’ (1998, p.547) suggest that this desire is the temporal 
manifestation of interindividual and intergroup motivation, which are slightly 
more enduring influences on L2 WTC. As a result, much of L2 WTC research has 
focused upon these larger factors. Clement, Baker and MacIntyre (2003), for 
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example, found that the quality of L2 contract was a significant data-driven 
predictor of L2 WTC for Francophone university students, but not for Anglophones. 
Yashima’s (2002; 2004) investigations of Japanese high school and university 
students have found a moderate to strong relationship between international 
posture and L2 WTC. International posture involves a combination of variables 
including interest in foreign affairs, working overseas, intergroup 
approach/avoidance tendencies and interest in intercultural friendships. 
MacIntyre, Baker, Clement and Conrod (2001) have also found significant 
correlations between students who wanted to study French to make Francophone 
friends and their L2 willingness to communicate inside and outside of the 
classroom. Interestingly, the only exception was students’ willingness to write 
French outside of the classroom. In summary, positive intergroup contact and 
international posture seems to facilitate higher levels of willingness. However, 
what remains uncertain is how students’ desire to speak with different 
interlocutors in a given communication context influences their L2 WTC. 
 
Purpose of the study 
 Building upon previous L2 WTC research, this study aims to confirm the role of 
L2 communicative competence in the WTC model and to determine what 
influence the desire to communicate with different interlocutors has upon students’ 
L2 WTC. The following research questions guide this investigation: 
1. How well do the situational-based factors of the L2 WTC model account for 
Japanese students’ reported use of English and their perceptions of 
opportunities to use English in an EFL context? 
2. How well do students’ L2 communicative competence and their desire to 
communicate with different interlocutors predict their overall level of L2 
willingness to communicate? 
3. How well does students’ L2 WTC predict their L2 behavior compared to their 




 The participants for this study were 860 Japanese university students attending 
a mid-ranking private university on the outskirts of Tokyo, Japan. All of the 
students were English majors pursuing an undergraduate degree in American 
literature. Out of the 860 responses, 14 questionnaires were discarded because the 
students failed to complete all the items. Thus, a total of 846 students’ responses to 
the survey were subjected to the data analysis. This sample included 204 
freshmen, 216 sophomores, 226 juniors and 200 seniors. There were also 347 




 The data for this study was collected using a five-part questionnaire, which was 
administered in Japanese. The questionnaire featured 9 speaking tasks/situations 
and 11 writing tasks that students may encounter in or outside of their English 
classes. The order of the tasks/situations was randomized in four different versions 
of the questionnaire to counterbalance any tiredness effect. Students were first 
asked to indicate how frequently they had to the opportunity to use English in 
these tasks/situations on a 6-point scale with the anchors never and more than 
once or twice a week (d= .83). Students then indicated how frequently they used 
English in these tasks/situations on the same 6-point scale (d= .82). Students also 
indicated their degree of willingness to use English in these different situations/ 
tasks on a 4-point scale with the anchors I am definitely not willing and I am 
definitely willing (d= .95). Next students indicated their perceived communicative 
competence to do the different tasks/ situations on 4-point scale with the anchors I 
definitely cannot do it and I definitely can do it (d= .94). Finally, students indicated 
whether or not they wanted to do the different speaking and writing 
tasks/situations with a foreign English instructor, a Japanese English instructor, 
someone visiting from a foreign country or a person from Japan (d= .98). 
 
Procedures 
 The students completed the questionnaires in either their required oral 
communication or composition course during the second week of classes. Students 
were informed about the general purpose of the study and told not to include their 
names on the questionnaire in order to facilitate more candid responses. Students 
were also assured that the information collected would not be used towards their 





 Structural equation modeling (SEM) was used to answer the research questions. 
SEM is a confirmatory statistical technique used to test a theory which outlines 
potential relationships between variables (Ullman, 2001). It is also known as 
analysis of covariance structures or casual modeling. There are a number of steps 
to complete this type of analysis. First, the researcher specifies a model based on 
theory. In the case of this study, MacIntyre, Dörnyei, Clement and Noels’ (1998) 
heuristic model of L2 willingness to communicate is under investigation. This 
model along with previous L2 WTC research thus clarifies the hypothesized 
relationships between the different variables. Next the researcher determines how 
to measure the different constructs in the model. This task can be achieved with 
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either observed or latent variables. Observed variables are directly measured by 
the researcher; whereas, latent variables are measured indirectly using a number 
of different observable indicator variables. Then the researcher collects data and 
inputs it into the SEM software package. For this study, the questionnaire 
completed by the Japanese university students is the source of the data. Finally, 
the SEM software attempts to fit the data to the specified model and produces 
overall fit statistics as well as parameter estimates, standard errors and test 
statistics for each parameter of the model. The fit statistics evaluates how well the 
data conforms to the model (research question one); while, the parameter 
estimates and test statistics provide insights into the strength of relationships 
between the different variables in the model (research questions two and three). 
 
Hypothesized Model 
 Using SPSS AMOS 4 (Arbuckle & Wothke, 1999), the relationships between 
three indicator variables (learners’ perceived L2 communicative competence, their 
desire to communicate with different interlocutors and their L2 willingness to 
communicate) and a latent variable named L2 behavior with two indicators 
(reported use of English and perceived opportunities to use English) were 
examined. The hypothesized model is presented in Figure 1. The circle is the 
latent variable; the rectangles are the measured variables. The lines connecting 
the variables imply a hypothesized direct effect. Students’ perceived 
communicative competence and their desire to communicate with different 
interlocutors influence their overall level of L2 willingness to communicate. Their 
L2 WTC in turn contributes to frequency of L2 use as well as students’ perceptions 
about the frequency of opportunities to use their L2. With the exception of 
perceived opportunities to use the L2, the hypothesized relationship between 
perceived communicative competence, desire to communicate with different 
interlocutors, willingness to communicate and L2 use follows the MacIntyre, 
Dörnyei, Clement and Noels’ (1998) heuristic model of L2 WTC. The inclusion of 
perceived opportunities for L2 use suggests that students with higher levels of 
willingness to communicate will seek situations where the potential for L2 use is 
higher. Moreover, increased levels of L2 WTC may heighten students’ awareness of 
the potential for L2 use in situations which less willing students may ignore or 
simply not recognize the possibility. The direct relationship between students’ 
perceived communicative competence and their L2 behavior aims to confirm the 
data-driven pathway found between these two variables in MacIntyre and Charos’ 













   Figure 1. Base model to be tested 
 
 Before conducting the analysis, a variety of SPSS programs were used to check 
that the statistical assumptions underlying structural equation modeling were 
met. These assumptions are important to ensure trustworthy results. SEM is a 
large-sample technique. Steven (1996) recommends at least 15 cases per 
measured variable in the model. Ullman (2001), however, argues that researchers 
should also consider how many cases there are per estimated parameter. 
Ultimately, small to moderate-sized models, similar to one used in this study, 
require at least 200 cases (Loehlin, 1992). The sample sized of 846 thus safely 
exceeds this recommendation. There was no data missing and no indication of 
mistaken input. Three out of the five observed variables (learners’ perceived 
communicative competence, their desire to communicate with different 
interlocutors and their L2 willingness to communicate) largely conformed to 
normal distribution. Learners’ reported frequency of English use and the 
frequency of opportunities to use English were, however, positively skewed. In 
other words, a majority of students reported that they do not frequently use 
English or have the opportunities to use English. To reduce this strong skewness 
effect, these measured variables were logarithmically transformed to improve the 
distribution of responses. An examination of the scatter plots of the variables 
revealed fairly linear relationships. Finally, no cases of univariate or multivariate 
outliers were found in the data set. Table 1 displays the descriptive statistics for 
the different observed variables for this study. 
 








Mean Std. Deviation Skewness Kurtosis
Statistic Statistic Statistic Std. Error Statistic Std. Error
WIL 47.79 11.44 0.12 0.08 -0.01 0.16
INTER 51.57 35.93 0.79 0.08 -0.36 0.16
ABL 49.75 11.83 -0.29 0.08 0.17 0.16
OPP 37.13 11.96 1.64 0.08 4.74 0.16




 The fit between the base model and the Japanese university students’ responses 
to the WTC questionnaire was good. The chi-square goodness of fit index was 4.92 
with 4 degrees of freedom, which is not significant. Other goodness to fit measures 
provided similar results: goodness of fit index (GFI) = 1.0, adjusted goodness of fit 
index (AGFI) = 0.99, root mean square error of approximation (RMSEA) = 0.02 
and the expected cross-validation index (ECVI) = 0.03. In summary, the different 
situational-based factors in the L2 WTC model largely accounted for Japanese 
students’ reported use of English and their perceptions of opportunities to use 
English. 
 Figure 2 reveals that perceived communicative competence (standardized 
coefficient .47) is a more important indicator of overall level of L2 WTC than desire 
to communicate with different interlocutors (standardized coefficient .07). 
Perceived communicative competence (standardized coefficient .33) is also a 
slightly stronger indicator of L2 behavior than overall L2 willingness to 










Note: all paths coefficients between the measured and latent variables are significant, p< 0.05. 
 Figure 2. Final model showing all significant paths 
 
Discussion 
 The findings of this study provide a more complete L2 WTC model with the 
inclusion L2 perceived communicative competence as well as students’ desire to 
communicate with different interlocutors. The proposed model was also found to 
be a good fit with the data collected from the Japanese university students.  
 In terms of the situational influences underlying L2 WTC, perceived L2 
communicative competence was a more important indicator than desire to 
communicate with different interlocutors. One explanation for this finding might 
be that the desire to communicate with different interlocutors might be grounded 
in one’s perceived communicative competence. For example, students who are not 
confident in their language abilities may not want to talk to foreign English 
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teacher fearing that they do not have the ability to effectively communicate what 
they want to say. Thus, perceived communicative competence may be the most 
important situational influence underlying L2 WTC. With the exception of 
MacIntyre and Charos’ (1996) study, all other investigations have found that 
perceived L2 communicative competence is the strongest indicator of L2 WTC (e.g. 
Clement et al., 2003; Hashimoto, 2002; Yashima, 2002; Yashima et al., 2004).  
 This study also confirmed the direct path from perceived L2 communicative 
competence to frequency of L2 use found by MacIntyre and Charos (1996) and 
Clement, Baker and MacIntyre (2003). However, the strength of the pathway in 
this study was not as strong as those found in the other studies. In MacIntyre and 
Charos’ (1996) study, the path from perceived competence to L2 communication 
frequency had a standardized coefficient of .60 compared to a standardized 
coefficient of only .16 from L2 WTC. Clement, Baker and MacIntyre (2003) also 
found a similar relationship. The L2 confidence pathway for their Anglophone 
respondents had a standardized coefficient of .49 compared to .27 for L2 WTC and 
for their Francophone respondents the L2 confidence path was .43 compared to .28 
for L2 WTC. In the case of this study, there is a greater balance between the 
pathways from perceived communicative competence (standardized coefficient .33) 
and L2 WTC (standardized coefficient .31) to frequency to L2 communication and 
perceived opportunities to use English. One explanation for this difference 
between these studies may lie in the different student populations. MacIntyre and 
Charos’ (1996) study involved adult learners taking introductory-level French 
conversation classes. Since these students were just beginning their studies, 
perceived communicative competence may have played a more important role 
than their willingness to communicate in predicting their use of French. In 
contrast, Clement, Baker and MacIntyre’s (2003) study surveyed Anglophone and 
Francophone university students taking an introductory psychology course at a 
bilingual university in Canada. In this context, perceived L2 competence was less 
important. Yet, it is interesting to note that L2 communicative competence was 
more important for Anglophones than Francophones. This difference might reflect 
the fact that the university is in Ontario, a predominantly English speaking area 
of Canada, rather than in Quebec, where French is commonly used among people. 
The present investigation, however, differs from the previous two studies in that 
the informants were English majors at four different points of their studies. It 
might be that as these students progress with their studies the relative 
importance of perceived L2 communicative competence decreases. As a result, 
perceived L2 communicative competence was only slightly more important than 
L2 WTC in predicting L2 frequency of communication and perceived opportunities 
to use English for these students. 
 Similar to other L2 WTC studies, the present investigation provides language 
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teachers with a number of important insights into the affective factors underlying 
L2 use and the potential for its use. Perceived communicative competence 
continues to be an important influence not only for increasing students’ willingness 
to communicate, but also their use of the L2. However, its importance seems to be 
mediated by students’ general language proficiency. Students beginning their 
language studies seem to place a higher importance on L2 perceived 
communicative competence than students who have progressed beyond this stage. 
Thus, teachers need consider ways to develop their students’ willingness to 
communicate apart from focusing upon students’ L2 communicative competence. 
One possible area of interest is developing students’ desire to communicate with 
different interlocutors. Although it was not strong predictor of L2 WTC, this 
situational influence does suggest that students who wanted to use English with 
different interlocutors were also more willing to use English in general. 
 The results of this study, however, need to be considered along with the 
limitations of this investigation. Similar to the majority of the L2 WTC research 
that has been previously conducted; this study relies upon a self-report 
questionnaire. Future investigations would be greatly enriched with data that 
accounts for actual communicative behavior. Moreover, it may not be the desire to 
communicate with different interlocutors, but rather the intensity of that desire 
which may ultimately influence students’ willingness to communicate.  
 Despite these limitations, this study contributes to a growing body of L2 WTC 
research. Insights gained from this study provide a more comprehensive picture of 
the different situational influences in the L2 WTC model. Moreover, researchers 
and language teachers can evaluate the relative importance of these factors by 
comparing the results found in this study with other investigations into learners’ 
L2 WTC. This process will hopefully produce tangible means of increasing 
students’ willingness to communicate in their L2, the number of perceived 
opportunities for them to use their L2 and the frequency in which they actually 
use their L2. 
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